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he was sixteen he won a prize for astronomy, and a Univer-
sity medal for an eighty-five page essay On the Figure of
the Earth. This essay had an important place in Thomson's
intellectual life. It contained the germ of his researches
on the history of cosmical bodies such as the earth and sun.
A. E, EL Love writes that it is a truly astonishing performance
for a boy of sixteen. It includes a discussion of the per-
turbation of the Moon's motion in longitude, and a deduc-
tion of the ellipticity from the constant of precession
combined with Laplace's hypothetical law of density in the
interior of the Earth. Neither of these points was discussed
in the standard treatises of the day. William had read
Laplace's Mecanique Celeste in the Bibliotheque Royale in
Paris while preparing his essay.
In 1839 ^e professor of natural philosophy, Meikleham,
was too ill to lecture, and Nichol, the professor of astronomy,
deputized. Nichol had an active mind, and followed the
progress of science with keen interest. Meikleham and
Nichol admired the great French mathematicians, and in
1840 Nichol introduced Thomson to Fourier's Theorie
Analytique de la Chaleur. In the spring William and the
rest of the family were taken by their father on a Continental
tour. They were instructed not to take any books with
them, so that there should be no distractions from the
cultivation of German conversation. Just before leaving
Glasgow William noticed that Kelland, the new professor
of mathematics at Edinburgh, had criticized Fourier's
work, so he concealed the Theorie Analytique in his bag.
Every day at Frankfort he used to slip down surreptitiously
into the cellar to read a bit of Fourier, and he discovered
where Kelland was mistaken. He started to write an
explanatory paper On Fourier's Expansions of Functions in
Trigonometrical Series. This was finished after his return
to Glasgow, and it was sent to Kelland, who at first received
it rather tartly. It was printed over a pseudonym in the
Cambridge Mathematical Journal in 1841, and was his first
published paper.
Thomson had been admitted a student of Peterhouse
a few weeks before the paper was published. The identity